
JENNIFER BACK¹  AND  KATHRYN WILLI²

¹WATER RESOURCES DIVISION, NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

²WARNER COLLEGE OF NATURAL RESOURCES, COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY

Watershed Condition Framework  
for Wild and Scenic Rivers



Wild and Scenic Rivers (WSRs)

 Background
 National WSRS and the 1968 WSR Act 

 2018 WSR Water Quality Assessment

 WSR Condition Framework
 Goals and proposed approach

 Watershed attributes

 Pilot watersheds

 Key Points
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Rivers System



WSR Special Characteristics  

 Water Quality

 Free-flowing Condition

 Flowing in natural condition without impoundment, diversion, 
channelization or modification of the waterway

 Outstandingly Remarkable Values (ORVs)

 Scenic, recreational, geologic, fish and wildlife, historic, cultural 
or other similar values 
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1968 Wild and Scenic Rivers Act

► Section 10 
Each river “…shall be administered in such 
manner as to protect and enhance the 
values which caused it to be included…”

► Section 12(c)
River managers  “…shall cooperate
with the EPA Administrator and with the 
appropriate State water pollution control 
agencies for the purpose of eliminating  or 
diminishing the pollution of waters of the river…”

► Section 11
River managers “…shall assist, advise and
cooperate with States or their political subdivisions,
landowners, private organizations, or individuals to
plan, protect and manage river resources…”



State Water Quality Assessments 

 Prior to 2018, no comprehensive 
assessment of water quality for WSRs

 In 2018, 50th Anniversary of the WSRs 
Act, NPS completed an assessment 

 Based on State 305B/303D reports

 Nationally available information on WQ

 Objective, reliable, technically sound 

 Report on whether a river meets its water 
quality standards (based on designated 
use)

 Identify sources of degradation, if known

https://www.rivers.gov/documents/state-water-quality-assessments.pdf



WSR Water Quality Status

► 44% of all river miles impaired 
(or 123 of the 208 rivers)

► 38% of river miles unknown or 
unassessed

► 18% of river miles are 
considered good

► 6 of the original 8 WSRs are 
impaired

► Sources of impairment often 
originate outside the river 
corridor



How do we protect and enhance WSR values 
and eliminate or diminish pollution?



 Integrate protection of WSRs into EPA 

and state water quality programs

 Consistent with WSR Act Section 12(c) - to 

work with EPA and state agencies

 Establish partnerships with state, 

regional and local organizations

 Consistent with WSR Act Section 11 - to assist, 

advise, and cooperate with states and local 

organizations to plan, protect and manage 

WSR resources

 Improve our capacity to protect 

healthy WSRs and restore unhealthy 

components of WSRs

WSR Watershed Framework Goals



WSR Watershed Framework Approach

► Evaluate watershed condition 

► Identify metrics based on key 
watershed functions 

► Use nationally available datasets 
where available

► Augment geospatial data with local 
data

► Communicate with state and local 
agencies

► Find common values

► Strengthen partnerships

► Share resources

► Develop and implement strategic 
actions 
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National Park Service Vital Signs

Could we establish vital signs for wild and scenic rivers?
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Key Points

 The WSR Act established an anti-
degradation policy for WSRs 

 Long term sustainability of WSRs 
requires working outside the 
designated river boundary

 We are directed to work with EPA, 
states and local organizations to 
manage our rivers and to eliminate 
pollution

 Watershed plans that involve local 
stakeholders have been shown to be 
much more successful 



Next Steps

Phase 1 – Preliminary Planning and Scoping

 Identify potential partners and stakeholders

 Find out what is already being done

 Begin characterizing the watersheds

► Compile existing data and resources

► Begin evaluating WSR watershed condition

► Identify data needs and gaps

► Develop outreach materials

► Communicate and engage with partners

► Develop common goals and prioritize actions



Thank you
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